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More employers adding
transportation benefits

By LARRY HIGGS
Statf Writet

Finding a beuer ride 10
work for employees is
quickly becoming another
benefit employers are using
1o recruit and retain work-
ers. _
When asked. if she'd
rather telecommmute oruse a
van pool instead of driving
on Interstate 287 to work in
Morristown each day, com-
muter Barbara Gordon of

© Franllin, Somerset Coumg,
3

enthusiastically responde
“Absolutely.”

“It would be nice not to
deal with rush-hour traffic,”
she said. “It’s a stressful 45

: minutes.”

Pederal and state govern-

ments are trying to help

commuters like Gordon and
their employers by offering
programs that provide tax
benefits for alternatives to
driving alone, such as van
pooling, using mass wansit,
shuttles or telecommuting.
“Ir’s becoming-more pop-
ular 10 say one of the great

“There are more suburban
employers who have
interests in transportation
because employees are
making transportation an
issue.”

NOREEN CARDINALI,
New Jersey Departmient of
Transporiation's Bureau of

Statewide Planning

things about your company
is they're paying for your
transportation to work,”
said Sarah Bluhm, legisla-
tive affairs associate for the
New Jersey Business and In-
dustry Association.

The programs range from
paying part of the cost of a
van lpool (o setting up a car
pool, offering a pre-tax sub-
sidy for a train or bus ride or
allowing telecommuting,
she said.

Increased uraffic conges-
tion is a key reason some
employers are offering com-
muting options. Figures
from the 2000 census show

that New Jerseyans have
the second-Jongest com-
mutes in the nation.
“There are more subur-
ban employers who have in-
terests in transportation,
because employees are
making transportation an
issue,” said Noreen Cardi-
nali, section chief of the
New Jersey Depariment of
Transportation’s Bureau of
Statewide Planning.
Cardinali’s bureau over-
sees the state’s “Smart
Moves for Business” pro-
grams, which offer state tax
exemptions and tax credits
to employers who provide
workers such options as
telecommuting or van
pools. Smart Moves has 24)

work sites signed up.

The federal government
started a similar program in
May called Commuter
Choice, which offers federal
pre-tax benefits to pay for
commuting options. The
program, which does not
offer subsidies, has 80
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¢mplovers signed up nation-
wide and is just starting in New
Jersey.

Commuter Choice, spunsored
by the federal Environmental
Protection Agency and Depart-
ment of Transportation, is in-
tended 1o reduce traffic conges:
tion and air pollution.

“It can be a recruiting tool,”
said Steve Offutt, Cominuter
Choice program manager.

Emplovers participating in
the federal program have te
meer 5 goals in order 10 be des-
ignated as a Commuier Choice
employer, which they can high-
light 1n emplovinent adverns-
iny.

The cumpany has (o ofter tan-
gible benefits, such as allowing
workers to buy pre-1ax (ransi
passes, giving workers a cash
pavment for their parking space
or teJecommuting. They also
have ro provide a central place
tor employees o get informa-
tion about commuting options.
Car and van poolers have 1o be
offered s guaranieed ride home,
for those who work late or have
a family emergency

Under Commuter Choice, at
least 14 percent ot a company'’s
employees have 10 get 10 work
in some way orher than driving
aJone. The company also must
have an on-site coordinaior of
transportation aliernarives

“Commuter Choice is plug-
ging a hole and is not dupgica!-
ing what’s being done in the
state,” Cardinali said.

Many New Jersey companies
work with county Transporta-
tion Management Association
to set up car pools and van
pools, shuttles and the guaran-
teed ride home.

In Cenrral Jersey, those organ-
izations include Somerser Coun-
ty’s RideWise, Hunterdon Area
Rural Transit, Keep Middlesex
Moving and TransOptions in
Union and Morris counties.

“We see people gerting fed up
with sitting in traffic, and they'll
make a choice, if they can,” said
Donna McDonough, RideWise
marketing cQordinator. “We
have 27 van pools right naw,
carrying 237 passengers. A fair
number are big companies like
AT&T, Met Life and Baker and
Taylar.”

Companies have a financial
reason for parricipating. In New
Jersey an estimated $4.9 billion
in lost productiviry and lareness
stems from time spent by work-
ers commuting.

“Real-world solutions are in
rhoro Ir Aorondc An rhe corrino

Robins, executive director of
Rutgers Transportation Policy
Institute. “I have more faith in
tax benefits and commuter
shuttles. They work best in
areas with transit ajternatives.”

In Central Jersey, Merck & Co.
pays SO percent of the fare for
van poolers and for transirt rid-
ers, up (o a pre-tax maximum of
$65 a month, through Smart
Moves.

Merck also offers relecom:
muting, flexibie work hours and
compressed work weeks at the
company’s Rahway, Whire-
house Station, Lebanon and
Franklin, Somerset, sites,

Of all the options, relecom-
muting makes the most sense
for commuters who travel from
a suburban home to a suburban
workplace, said Steve Carrellas,
coordinator of the state Chapter
of the Narional Motorists Asso-
clution.

“If people want 10 van pool,
they’re already doing it,” Carrel-
las said. “Telecommuting is the
most promising, and it fits into
today’s work ethic and
lifestyle.”

Commuter Nola Cauley of
Franklin said she couldn’t use
van or car pooling because, asa
manager, her hours are 100 ir-
regular. But she reJecommutes
when she can, which is the only
option to what she calls a har.
rowing drive on 1-287 to Piscat.
away.

“There is nothing like rolling
out of bed, putting on jeans and
starting 10 work,” Cauley said.
“Commuting takes it out of you.
Everyone gets to work and com-
plains for a few minutes that ‘]
almost gort killed gerting here.™

How tough an employee’s
commute is could be the differ-
encein a decision ro stayin a job
or take a new one, Carrellas
said.

“Sume compunjes will have to
think about it and identify a
service, or they’ll lose people
who are tired of commuring,”
Carrellas said.

Larry Higgs can be reuched at
(908) 707-3134 or
lhiggs@c-n.com



